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of FITs, Q-cells became one of 
the fastest- growing companies 
in Europe, and is now the 
second largest manufacturer of 
photovoltaic cells in the world, 
surpassed only by the Japanese 
electronics giant Sharp. 
And this growth continues 
unabated. For the first quarter of 
2007, Q-cells reported a 43 per 
cent year-on-year increase in 
sales, and a 45 per cent increase 
in production. The output stands 
at 70 million solar panels a year, 
and rising. Increasingly, it is also 
exporting cells and establishing 
itself in foreign markets. Recently, 
the company has opened a 
branch in Japan and increased its 
stake in a US company, Solaria 
Corporation.
By now, the German renewable 
energies law has become an 
export success story as well. At 
least 47 countries world-wide, 
including 18 other EU countries 
(but not the UK) have modelled 
their legislation on the EEG 
and introduced FITs as well. In 
Germany, they led to a spectacular 
increase in the number of solar 
devices installed. An earlier set 
of incentives dubbed the “1000 
roofs” program was replaced by 
a “100,000 roofs” program (still 
in force today), illustrating the 
explosive growth. Renewable 
energies now have a 12 per cent 
market share in Germany, and the 
official target for 2020 is at least 
20 per cent.
And research minister Annette 
Schavan announced this month 
that her ministry has earmarked 
10 million euros per year for 
the development of the next 
generation of solar panels.
If and when other countries 
finally catch up with those 19 
EU states that have already 
introduced FITs, the chances are 
that many of the photovoltaic cells 
installed will be imported from 
Germany. 
Franz Alt’s solar home:  
http://www.sonnenseite.com/
index.php?pageID=42&synlink:
docID=d2691&synlink:linkID=3
Q-cells: http://www.qcells.com/
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web page at www.michaelgross.co.ukWhile some countries are giving 
high priority to developing solar 
energy as a means of generating 
renewable energy in a way 
that minimally impacts on the 
environment, others are giving 
major support to the development 
of biofuels. The US is the biggest 
enthusiast, with ethanol the 
current preferred fuel produced 
from corn. In his state of the Union 
address at the beginning of the 
year, George Bush announced, as 
part of his plan to move away from 
dependence on Middle East oil, 
an unexpectedly dramatic goal of 
cutting the use of petrol by 20 per 
cent over the next decade.
To do so he ramped up the 
target for production of alternative 
fuels to 35 billion gallons a year 
by 2017, representing a five-fold 
increase on previous targets.
Iowa produces almost half the 
current output of ethanol in the 
US. It has 21 ethanol-producing 
plants and many more are 
planned. If three-quarters of those 
are built, then the state, which 
exports grain around the US and 
worldwide, might turn to importer.
The effect of such plans has 
already had an effect on the 
price of corn, which is a critical 
basic foodstuff for many poorer 
countries.
Environmentalists in Iowa are 
also concerned that the few 
remaining areas of uncultivated, 
marginal land, which is subject to 
erosion, will come under pressure 
for cultivation.
Farmers, who traditionally 
rotated corn with soybeans, 
may come under pressure to 
grow continuous corn crops, 
which would require much higher 
fertilizer and pesticide use.
Critics also say that the 
production of ethanol from corn 
is energy expensive and reduces 
greenhouse gas emissions by only 
around 13 per cent compared with 
petrol.
Biofuel production looks 
promising in some regions but 
threatening elsewhere. Nigel 
Williams reports.
Questions on 
biofuelsBut many other materials 
are being considered including 
cellulosic ethanol produced 
from sugars extracted from 
native American plants such as 
switchgrass.
Nonetheless, the appeal of 
biofuels is seductive: a fossil 
fuel is replaced by a fuel from a 
renewable source with very little 
new technology required for the 
switch in use. But enthusiasm for 
biofuels is raising much greater 
concerns outside America’s 
cornbelt. There are fears that the 
scale of biofuel crops that would 
be needed to sustain anything like 
current fuel use would transform 
traditional farming and other land 
use in other parts of the world.
A group of non-governmental 
organisations, including 
Biofuelwatch, produced a report 
last month, to coincide with 
a committee meeting of the 
Convention on Biodiversity in 
Paris, raising concerns about the 
effect of new crops on already 
threatened biodiversity.
They highlight that, in Europe, 
extensive, low-input farming is 
the most favourable system for 
wildlife. But pressure for biofuel 
production would increase the 
likelihood of converting these 
regions into areas of intensive 
production of crops likely to 
impact on wildlife.
They also point out the 
threat to critical ecosystems 
in the global South. Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Cameroon, Colombia 
and Ecuador are experiencing 
accelerating wild habitat loss 
because of oil palm plantations. 
Currently palm oil is used mostly 
for food products but it is a 
candidate biofuel, potentially 
putting even greater pressure  
on tropical ecosystems.
Concerns about the impact of 
biofuel crops has led to demands 
for sustainability certification. The 
EU, the Netherlands, Germany 
and the UK are all developing 
initiatives. “None of those 
currently being developed have 
included Southern stakeholder 
groups,” the report says.
So fears are growing about 
the potential threats to key 
biodiversity regions and the 
richest tropical ecosystems  
in the push for biofuel.
